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Morality and the abolition of nuclear weapons is a topic that, in an increasingly contentious international environment, is of critical importance.
The debate about morality in warfare is almost as old as war itself. However, when it comes to nuclear weapons, and because of their vast destructive power and devastating human -predominantly civilian -consequences, they are in a category all of their own.
In recognition of this fact, three years ago, in a statement to the people of Nagasakia city that, as we all know, was the victim of the devastating consequences of nuclear weapons -the Secretary General stated clearly that: "The humanitarian impact of the use of nuclear weapons cannot be reconciled with the laws of war and basic morality." This basic, dare I say essential, morality referred to by the Secretary-General is a morality that states it is wrong to use weapons indiscriminately; that it is wrong to use weapons without proportion or precaution; and, above all, that it is wrong to precipitate the mass killing of civilians, either directly or indirectly.
In other words, it is the basic morality that is reflected in the precepts of international humanitarian law and, to my mind at least, it is exceedingly difficult to see how, by any leap of logic, nuclear weapons can be anything other than contrary to international humanitarian law. This is not a new concept -it was recognised by the General Assembly in 1961, through Resolution 1653 (VXI) and again, of course, in the landmark International Court of Justice opinion of 1996, which found that the threat or use of nuclear weapons "would generally be contrary to the rules of international law applicable in armed conflict, and in particular the principles and rules of humanitarian law." However, amidst the NPT's 'action plans', the 'step by step approaches' and the 'nonproliferation obligations', the voice of moral persuasion is slowly but surely being felt.
This is evident in that the consensus outcome document from the last Review
Conference five years ago, expressed its deep concern at the catastrophic humanitarian consequences that would result from the use of nuclear weapons. This agreed position has precipitated a gathering momentum for the humanitarian approach to nuclear disarmament; one that all but ensures this issue will have a significant role at this year's Review Conference.
This movement -borne out of the lack of progress by the nuclear-weapon States to address seriously the commitments they have undertaken, as they continue to preserve, improve and rationalize their nuclear arsenals -has resuscitated the link between nuclear weapons and international humanitarian law and reinvigorated the frozen debate about the abolition of nuclear weapons.
The humanitarian movement has forged a new common understanding of the catastrophic consequences that would result from even a limited use of nuclear weapons and also of the international's community's inability to respond in any way to mitigate the human suffering that such a use would cause. This overwhelming majority of States parties now believe that humanitarian considerations should be at the centre of all future disarmament deliberation.
I would like to conclude by commending the critical role civil society has played in developing and spreading the humanitarian message. I encourage those organisations that have taken up the humanitarian standard, including GSI, to redouble this support and activism in advancing global nuclear disarmament and strengthening the NPT.
The rationales for the pursuit of nuclear disarmament are many and obvious. Nuclear weapons are expensive; they have no military utility; and they diminish, not enhance stability, as many would have us believe. Yet above and beyond all of these reasons, the moral imperative remains the most urgent rationale for the abolition of nuclear weapons.
Let us leave to future generations a safer and more peaceful world than the imperfect one we share today.
